Book review of "Wikileaks and the age of transparency" by Micah L. Sifry, Scribe Publications, Melbourne, VIC, Australia by Floyd, Louise
WIssue 50: July 2011
By M icah Sifry1
Pu blished by Scribe  Pu blications
Reviewed by Dr. Louise  Floyd
ik iLeaks  and  th e  Age of  Transparency,  as  the
title  suggests ,  is  abou t  the  emergence  of  the
internet  as  a  m eans  of  achieving  m ore  open
governm ent.  The  book  discu sses  the  uti l isation
of  websites  and  social  media  by  political
movem ents  -  f rom  the  American  ‘TEA  Party’
through  to  the  Obama Cam paign  and, of  course,
the  ongoing  W ikiLeaks  ‘ incident’  (where  h ighly
sensitive  US  security  and  em bassy  docu ments
have  been  published  to  the  world) .  The  author,
M icah  Sifry, com es  from  a pu blic  accou ntabil ity
background and openly  declares  his  bias  that  he
regards  the  internet  as  som ething  which  can
both  open  governm ents  (hence  m aking them  more  accountable)  and lead to  collaborative
governm ent  ( in  which  politicians  u se  social  media  to  becom e  more  responsive  to  their
citizens ’  needs  and demands) .
Only  occasionally  does  Sifry  talk  about  the  fact  that  instantaneous  com mu nication  can
lead  to  the  rash  publication  of  inaccu rate  (or  needless/irre levant)  data  and  that  the
organisational  capacity  of  social  m edia  can  lead  to  the  insidiou s  bullying  of  others  (and
sometim es  m istaken  su llying  of  reputations) .  This ,  in  m y  view,  is  the  weakness  of  the
book  –  it  is  a  bit  one-sided. As  th is  present  reviewer has  published in  her academic work,
freedom  of  inform ation  and  mass  organisational  capabil ities  can  lead  to  tremendou s
social  good,  bu t  they  can  also  lead  to  painfu l  errors  and  al low  small  groups  to
occasionally  hijack  the  political  agenda. In  the  reviewer’s  opinion, the  power the  internet
gives  to  people  should be  coupled with  consideration of  responsibil ities .
That  aside,  the  book  does  deal  with  som ething  clearly  here  to  stay  –  the  internet  as  a
political  tool.  And,  as  Sifry  acknowledges ,  the  f inal  form  of  the  internet  in  its  political
dimension  is  as  yet  unknown.  To  that  end,  the  book  m akes  a  contribu tion  to  the
literatu re  on an important subject.
Footnotes
Sifry’s blog may be found here.
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